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INVESTIGATION 9

IS THERE RADON IN NEW JERSEY?

INTRODUCTION

It is difficult to predict where radon is apt to accumulate to high concentrations in
indoor air and thus constitute a potential health problem. Scientists at the U.S. Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA) have attempted to do just that by constructing a map of the United
States that shows areas with “potentially high radon levels” (Figure 1). It was based on
geologic data and indicates those areas where there are known deposits of granite, phosphate,
shale, and uranium - all likely sources of radon. EPA scientists are not satisfied that the map
represents an accurate picture of radon concentration, and caution that it should not be used
for predicting high radon levels in individual homes. If you live in one of the darkened areas,
you don’t necessarily have a radon problem. Similarly, if you live outside the darkened areas,
you could still have high radon levels in your home. There is no way to predict for individual
homes. No one should use his or her neighbor's test results as an indicator of his or her own
radon levels.

Areas of high radon levels have been found in just about every state, and new areas of
contamination are being discovered as more people test their homes. Testing of homes has
not been uniform in all states. Several states, including Pennsylvania, Washington, and New
Jersey, have revealed more than 1000 homes with radon concentrations higher than EPA’s
“action level”?.

Geographers and geologists have divided the State of New Jersey into a number of
discrete units, called physiographic provinces, based largely on the processes responsible for
the formation of rocks and land features in the region (Figure 2). Granite rocks in the
Highlands area, also called the Reading Prong, are very old (almost one billion years), and
contain high concentrations of uranium. Rocks in the Piedmont area are younger (less than
1/4 billion years) and include shale and other sedimentary rocks that are high in uranium. The
Valley and Ridge Province also contains high quantities of uranium, although glacial debris
tends to be very thick, which prevents radon gas from reaching the surface prior to its
breakdown into a non-gaseous
element.

Because of the uncertainties in identifying areas of high radon and the difficulties
in predicting the location of individual homes with elevated levels of radon, the New
Jersey Department of Environmental Protection and (DEP) recommends that all homes in
the state be tested for radon.

Radon is a geologic phenomenon and houses that accumulate very high concentrations
of radon tend to occur in clusters. If a house is identified with high radon concentrations, there
is a good chance that other houses within a one mile radius may also have elevated radon
concentrations. The DEP has found that when a house has radon levels of 200 pCi/L or more,
75% of the surrounding homes (within a one mile radius) will have radon levels at or above
4 pCi/L. In this exercise you will explore the geographic aspects of radon in New Jersey.

1IEPA’s action level (4 pCi/L) is the level above which EPA recommends that some remedial action be taken.
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